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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the course-planning activities of 
faculty teaching introductory undergraduate courses, in order to 
assess influences on the process of curriculum revision. The findings 
of a survey of 2,311 faculty members in 97 institutions of higher 
education are previewed here, prior to publication. The study found 
that faculty from different disciplines discussing curriculum 
revision have various disciplinary influences that are associated 
with their beliefs about the purposes of education, about what 
describes a discipline, about what influences on course planning 
should be considered, and about how one should plan a course and 
arrange its content. It is felt that these differences create 
difficulties among members of curriculum revision committees in 
agreeing on tne content of a curriculum. Thirteen additional readings 
are listed. (JDD) 
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Why Does It Take "Forever" to 
Revise the Curriculum? 



Faculty and iidminisirators on tTiany campuses in 
the country have recently, arc currently, or stx)n 
w ill Ix; engaged in curriculum revision. Tliis 
action is Si)nietinies self-motivated, but more 
often it cKcurs in response to national re|X)ns, 
accountability demands from legislatures and 
accrediting agencies, or general concern about the 
preparation of college graduates. Revising the 
curriculum takes an average of five years lo 
complete, with participants attempting to reach 
consensus. Collcgial, denuxrratic prcK'esses aiv 
often believed to contribute to the length of the 
debate. Disciplinary differences among faculty, 
however, may be the cause of the seemingly 
intenninable prcxress. 

Often debates that delay curriculum decisions and 
subsequent implementation cvcur a.s faculty lague 
that courses from their discipline be included in 
the general education curriculum. Tliis action is 
often interpreted as being jxilitically motivated, as 
an effort to protect turf, or as a way to incrcase 
the number of students being taught. But faculty 
are not, in fact, always motivated by ^uch 
self serving conc^?ms — they may simply be 
arguing for including the principles on which 
tlvMr disi'iplifies arc based. 



DiscipUnaiy Differences 

Because faculty have been so strongly siK'ialized 
during their graduate training, they feel stitmgly 
about the purposes of education, about what 
constitutes a discipline, about how one should 
plan courses witliin a discipline, and about what 
the content of a course should be. Recent 
reseaah at NCRIPTAL by Professors Joan Stark 
and Malcolm Lowthcr has shown that disciplinary 
differences among faculty arc much stronger than 
all other influences on how faculty plan the ^ 
courses they design for presentation to students. 

During the fall ;uid winter of 1986-S7, Professors 
Stark iuid Qiwther begmi a study of the 
course-pUuming activities of faculty teaching 
introductory undergraduate courses. As part of 
the study's pilot project. Professors Stark and 
Lowther interviewed eighty-nine faculty from 
eight diffeaMit disciplines at eight different types 
of institutions. Tlie results of these interviews 
guided a national survey. This survey was 
completed by 2,3 1 1 faculty members in 
ninety-seven institutions during the winter of 
1988. Although the full results of this survey will 
not be available until spring, 1989, the early 
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results indicate that the findings ot'thc national 
survey will rciiilorcc tfic tindinjLis ot the pilot 
study. Here is a preview of those tlndings. 

Thi* purpiiM' of education. When asked to rank 
a number ot fX)ssibie purposes ot education, inoie 
than halt" ot the faculty nieinlxMs indicated that 
developinj: elTective thinking is the nujsl impor- 
tant pur{X)se ol education. Ttiey did not agree as 
a group, however, ou the second most iniponani 
puqfX)se of education, although thev did respond 
quite consistently w ithin their diseip'ines. f or 
example, literature and nursmg faculty Ix^liese 
that ciaritaation of values is an mifoilanl puqiiise 
of education w hile malliemalics facuii^ ire not 
likely ti) share this belief. 

C^haracteri/ation of one's aeademie diseipUne* 

Taculty, w hen asked to characterize then' disci 
pline, gave disparate res}X)nses, alth()ugh. once 
again, there were strong stnulanties within each 
sjKCitlc discipline. Whereas many faculty m 
biology, business, nursing, aiui n\athematics 
cliaraeteri/e their field as an organized Knly of 
knowledge, faculty in compi^sition and literature 
rarely share this view of their field. 

Influence5»on course planning, f acuity from 
different disciplines also responded to different 
influences when planning their courses. As wufi 
faculty responses on most issues in the research 
siudy, what influences faculty differs only 
nKxiestly by tyjx^ of institution, but it is consistent 
w ithin disciplines. Faculty m history believe hey 
aru heavily influenced by the discipline while 
faculty in composition believe they are more 
heavily influenced by their own background and 
'student charaetenstics. As part of a professional 
program, nursing facult) are ver> concerned 
ablaut stiuidards set by groups outside their 
program while many disciplines plan programs 
with little consideration of such influences. 

Course content arrangcnienl. fhe ways in 
w hich faculty arrange the content of tfieir courses 
also varies greatly by discipline. Regardless of 
the type of institution, faculty from each 
discj})line tend to anangc tlie presentation ot 
content in much the same manner; History 
professors structure their courses according to 
chronological .sequence; mathematics and biology 
faculty arrange them according to sp^-citlc 
i>rganizing concepts: faculty in literature and 



composition arrange content according to how 
tliey [vrceiv e the needs of leamei> m their courses. 

None of th.ese results is surjmsing. Because the 
s(K'iali/alii)n pavesses in the acadernic disciplines 
are such Ci>nipelling forces, you would ex{vct thai 
faculty who are trained in the same diseiplifie 
often teach m the s*une m;uiner. What is surj)rising 
IS that the imprinting of :he disciplmes ou faculty 
is so stfong that even the tyfx: of institution at 
u hich they teach apfvars to liavc little innuence 
on how t!ie\ present content ui theit courses. 

Accordingly, faculty discussing cuiriculum 
revision have various disciplinary mtlucnces that 
arc assiK'iated w ith different Ivlief s about the 
pur|X)ses of education, about w hai describes a 
discipline, about what influences sluuild Iv 
considered, and dboui how one should plan a 
course and arrange its content. No wonder 
curriculum revision committees find it difficult to 
agree on the content of a cumculum that needs to 
encompass so many divergent ideas. 

Reaching Consensus 

BecaUM.' these differences :u'e sometimes hamers to 
effective communicaticMi, it may tv inifxm.uit to air 
then) Ivfoa* ;uiy discussions alx)ut tlie content of a 
curriculum Ivgin. By disc'ussing v:mous view s on 
educatii>nal puiposes, disciplining influences, ^uid 
couiNC content ammgements, faculty ciui enter 
subsequent discussions wi^h an understiinding of 
the aMsons behind diffeances of opinion. It migin 
also be adviinfagemis to agreo in advance how 
differing viewjx^ints might be incor[X)rated mt(^ 
ciuricuhM design iuid thus ease the way to quicker 
consLMi %us on euiricular chiuige, 
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